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Royal visit 
seals year of 
achievement

Bringing ambitions 
to life is the aspiration 
of so many students as 
they embark on their 
chosen course with 
Writtle. For some, 
hopes for the future 
are focused on 

acquiring the skills to join an established 
profession while for others it’s a desire to carve 
out a niche and develop the entrepreneurial 
vision and flair to set up a new business. Many 
seek new knowledge simply because of their 
thirst for understanding of the world around 
them and the value gained through continuing 
their education to the highest level.

So, when we approached our graduates for 
this issue of Arena, we knew we would have a 
wealth of stories to tell. Whether it’s conserving 
wildlife, running the UK’s historic parklands, 
tackling global food issues or setting up 
pioneering business ventures, our former 
students are making a major contribution to 
their professions and industries and, so 
importantly, are enjoying life too!

A common thread that bonds all of the 
graduates featured in this issue is their 
recognition of the part that Writtle played in 
helping them to fulfil their dreams and goals. 
We hope you will enjoy reading about them.

It’s been another year of extraordinary 
opportunity for the College with the unveiling 
of the Titchmarsh Centre for Animal Studies 
and Veterinary Nursing, named in honour of 
our Patron, Alan Titchmarsh, a visit from Her 
Royal Highness The Duchess of Cornwall and a 
successful audit of the College by the Quality 
Assurance Agency.

Providing an exceptional experience for our 
students remains at the heart of Writtle’s 
philosophy and we look forward to helping 
current and future generations follow in the 
footsteps of the graduates featured in these 
pages.  
Caroline Benyon

Editorial team
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Writtle College
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Front cover: Hannah Emery at the Marylebone 
shop of international florist Jane Packer



FFICIALLY OPENED by the College’s Patron to coincide with the 
annual graduation ceremonies, the unveiling of the Titchmarsh 
Centre for Animal Studies and Veterinary Nursing marks the 

culmination of a £1 million project to provide superb new facilities for animal science 
students at the College.

Combined with upgraded science laboratories on Writtle’s Lordship Campus and 
following hot on the heels of the opening of a new £1 million equine arena in 2010, the 
investment in the Titchmarsh Centre ensures that the College is set to remain a leading 
light in equine and animal science in the UK. The Centre has created a purpose-built 
teaching and learning environment for one of the College’s most popular areas of study 
with courses ranging from Diploma up to PhD level.

It has attracted considerable interest since opening including a special visit by Her 
Royal Highness The Duchess of Cornwall, whose tour of the College culminated in a 
visit to the Centre. The Duchess saw geese, Exmoor and Shetland ponies before moving 
on to the chinchillas, the exotic bird collection and the piranha fish – just some of the 
many small and companion animals housed there. During her visit, she also dropped 
in on a higher education lecture before moving on to tour the gardens, meeting Beryl 
Wyatt MBE, an Assistant Gardener who has worked at the College for over 40 years, 
and further education horticulture students. She also met with higher education 
floristry and postharvest students, including this year’s Marshall Papworth scholar, 
Moses Biketi from Kenya, pictured left.
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CUTTING EDGE APPEAL
Writtle is continuing to raise money to fund the 
development of the Titchmarsh Centre, which 
was opened by Patron Alan Titchmarsh, right. 
Donations are very welcome. Please contact 
the marketing team on 01245 424200.

Moses Biketi from Kenya, pictured left.
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aaaaaaaaaaaaaassssssssssssxxxxxxxxxThe Howies, who are making 
a big name with their prestige 
milkshakes, now available in 
Harvey Nichols and Harrods, talk 
about hard work, high hopes and 
what it’s like to be the…

Crème 
de la 
crème
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IT ALL STARTED at the V Music Festival, a couple 
of miles from Writtle, in the summer of 2003.

Andrew Howie and his, now, wife Jodie 
remember the food and refreshments as being simply 
horrendous. “It was all greasy burgers and chips,” says 
Andrew, known to family and friends as just Howie. 
“Jodie drinks a lot of milk and we realised there was a 
massive gap for a really good milkshake drink.”

So, degrees completed – Howie studied BSc (Hons) 
Agriculture, Jodie BSc (Hons) Equine Studies  – they 
worked flat out for a year to save for a trailer and the 
huge pitch fees. “We didn’t have a clue what we were 
doing,” he says. “Looking back, it was blind naivety! 
No-one else was doing what we were and our product 
was brilliant. We set off and it has been a success.”

That’s something of an understatement by all 
accounts. Seven years on, their milkshakes – sold 
under the name Shaken Udder – are on the shelves of 
Harvey Nichols, Harrods, Waitrose, Tesco and 
Sainsburys. Next year, they hope to sell 6.5 million 
bottles.

“This year, we’ve had five trailer units out most 
weekends across the UK – mainly at music festivals 

across the UK. We also do local farming events – the 
Essex Show, Suffolk Show, Young Farmers’ shows. I’m 
a big supporter of the Young Farmers.”

Howie started his HND in Agriculture at Harper 
Adams – but switched to Writtle a year later and 
completed four years with his degree course. “It was 
the best decision I ever made,” he says. “It was brilliant 
– the social side too. The tutors were very supportive 
and my time there was very enjoyable.”

At first, they made their milkshakes in the Howie 
family farm kitchen near Maldon. Now, 15-tonne 
lorries tow trailer units to festival sites and the milk is 
pumped straight into the trailers, where it is then 
available on tap. They offer 30 flavours, all made fresh 
to order, but have, so far, stuck to just four on the 
retail side of the business.

“We’ve eight to 12 people on each trailer and two 
tills. I think the festival side may have reached its peak 
now.”

The couple also have a bottling plant at the farm. 
“We’re the only UK company that produces 100 per 
cent natural milkshakes. They are made with real fruit 
or real chocolate. When we do taste comparisons, 

there’s nothing to match what we do.” 
Their first big retail break came when the buyer for 

top store Harvey Nichols spotted them at a speciality 
food fair. Selfridge’s followed and then the rest of 
that top end of the market. “They all sold smoothies, 
which are basically 100 per cent crushed fruit, but 
none had a really good quality milkshake.”

Marketing is important and Shaken Udder is seen 
at UK trade shows. “It’s a constant effort,” says Howie. 
“If your brand isn’t seen, it won’t be bought. It’s very 
hard to get into the big multiples and very easy to get 
kicked out. You only get one shot and you have to 
make sure it works well or you won’t be there for 
long.”

Their milk comes from East Anglia, all fruit is 
sourced from ethical suppliers and, over the last year, 
the business has grown six-fold. He doesn’t see any 
let-up.

“Over the last seven years, we’ve hit all our targets,” 
says Howie. “There’s no point putting in an easy 
target otherwise you are not pushing yourself and 
your team. Targets should always feel like they are 
hard work to achieve. There have been massive ups 



Where did the Shaken 
Udder name come from?

❝ It was the first thing Jodie and I 
came up with after we did recipe tests in 
my Mum’s kitchen. We asked friends 
and family for their thoughts but the 
trouble with asking a lot of people is 
that you get a lot of different opinions. 
We realised that sometimes you just 
have to go with your gut instinct! 

❞
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and massive downs since we started and a lot of hard 
work.

“We are just getting to the stage where we can 
employ people to do what we try to do. You start a 
business to earn money and have a better life and it’s 
taken us seven years to get there. I do manage to get 
weekends off now!”

He and Jodie also found time to get married this 
year – on the same day as Wills and Kate. They have 
their own home – in Tollesbury near Maldon – and 
Jodie’s two horses are a continuing outside interest.

They now have ambitions to diversify. “I can’t say 
much yet but there are plans in the pipeline and we 
think our brand will lend itself to that. I love looking 
at brands and how they evolve. My vision is to be a big 
brand. We’ve a home-made feel and we’re proud of 
how we started. We have a really great product. Once 
people try it, they keep buying it. 

“We’re a small team still, we have no outside 
investment and the company is still 100 per cent 
owned by Jodie and me. I like to think people see our 
brand as something that stands for quality – 
something natural and fun!”  



❝ One customer’s daughter had 
just had a baby. She said she wanted 
a massive arrangement and it had 
to be amazing. And it was! She was 
delighted and didn’t mind the 
£1,000 bill at all 

❞

The sweet smell of 
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Style guru Mary Portas caught 
a glimpse of the magic of Jane 
Packer’s shop in London – 
and said what she found was 
brilliant, clever and stylish. 
We’ve been talking to former 
Writtle student Hannah Emery, 
who now works there…

success

LORIST HANNAH EMERY 
admits she’s changed a lot in 
the last four years.

“Looking back to when I 
started my studies at Writtle, I was quite 
shy and nervous about everything I did,” 
she says. “I remember in one exam I was 
making a Victorian posy and it just went 
wrong. I thought I’d never be able to cope 
when I was actually working somewhere.”

Now she’s working at one of London’s 
top florists, Jane Packer in Marylebone, 
and loving it. “Looking back, I’m quite 
proud of what I’ve achieved and Writtle 
has really helped me to get there.”

Floristry wasn’t what she had planned 
to do initially. She signed up for a BA in 
Interior Design at Writtle, after her 
A-levels, which had included art. “I 
wanted to do something creative, I knew 
that.” 

Hannah used to see the floristry 
department on the Lordship campus on 
her breaks – and loved what she saw. And 
a year later, in 2008, she switched to the 
new Foundation degree in Professional 
Floristry. Writtle is one of the few colleges 
in the UK to offer the degree. 

“I remember thinking I’d much rather 
be studying floristry and working with 
flowers and design – but I didn’t want to 
quit half way through my first year.”

So 12 months later, she switched to the 
new Foundation degree and hasn’t looked 
back since.

As part of her course, she arranged 
work experience one day a week at Wild at 
Heart, another London florist with shops 
across the capital, including Harrods. “I 
set off for London one day to hand out 
my CV to a number of shops I’d identified 
and my last stop of the day was at Wild at 
Heart at Liverpool Street, which I just 
happened to see as I went past. They asked 
me to start the following week.”

After her degree, they contacted her 
about a vacancy at their Harrods outlet, 
which is part of the food hall. “I got the 
job and it was daunting at first – you are 
always on show, always smiling. Mystery 
shoppers were out and about to check 
your performance, which was quite scary 
because if you scored below 80 per cent, 
you got a warning! But I did like being 
there and I learned quite a lot.”

Hannah remembers some of the 
extravagant arrangements, often with 
money no object. “One customer’s 
daughter had just had a baby. She said she 
wanted a massive arrangement and it had 
to be amazing. And it was! We ordered in 
flowers for a vast arrangement of orchids 
and jasmine. She was delighted and didn’t 
mind the £1,000 bill at all.”

But a year of very long days and 
weekends at the Harrods, Notting Hill 
and Pimlico stores took its toll. She got a 
job nearer home before applying to Jane 
Packer, where she has now worked for just 
over a year. 

“I love it and it’s far more than just 
bouquets,” she says. “We do weddings, 
events and I have just starting teaching in 
the Jane Packer school, which offers 
courses from half-a-day up to four weeks. 
I’d learned about Jane Packer and her style 
at Writtle. It’s very natural, arranging 
flowers how they would grow in nature. 
It’s quite beautiful. We use the same tonal 
colours – for instance, different shades of 
pink all together.”

She’s also involved with the weekly 
delivery of flowers to offices across 
London and works in the Jane Packer 
shop – selling a range of products, 
including vases and books, as well as 
flowers. “I’m still learning so much. I’ll 
stay at Jane Packer’s for as long as I can,” 
says Hannah.  

F 
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AMES HEARSUM makes it clear 
at the outset. “I am a non-
traditional student,” he says.

During the last six or seven 
years, he has juggled work 

placements, full-time employment and 
higher education. It took him five years 
to finish his BSc (Hons) in Horticulture 
at Writtle and he is now in the second 
year of his Masters degree at the 
University of Delaware in Newark – 
with a Longwood Graduate Fellow 
scholarship – with another nine 
months to go.

Before he arrived at Writtle, he did a 
year at the Manchester Institute of 
Science and Technology studying 
management science. “I loved the year 

but realised I just didn’t want to spend 
my life chasing the dollar,” says James.

He has visited 91 major public 
gardens in seven countries in the last 
five years. On top of that there are a 
host of others, including the private 
garden of the President of India in New 
Delhi and the velvet verdancy of 
William Kent’s 17th century designs at 
Rousham House, near Oxford.

He’s worked for a year at Cambridge 
Botanic Gardens, for five months at the 
Elmstead Market gardens of Beth 
Chatto and has won three travel 
scholarships. During his time at Writtle 
James also organised an annual lecture 
series that has become known as the 
James Hearsum Lecture Series. 

For the first series, he personally 
cornered gardening icon Chris 
Beardshaw at a Gardeners’ Question 
Time summer party at Radio Four and 
persuaded him to be the series’ 
headline name. Other stellar 
contributors over the years included 
Great Dixter’s Fergus Garrett, Noel 
Kingsbury and John Brookes. When he 
did the final presentation of his final 
series, Beth Chatto was in the audience. 
James says “I suppose I started with the 
view that if, for instance, you want 
someone to talk about global climate 
change, you ask Al Gore.” .

He’s worked at Langthorn’s Nursery, 
near Stansted, Uppingham School in 
Leicestershire, and Ball Horticulture in 
America, one of the world’s biggest 
genetics companies. It should come as 
no surprise that when he attended the 
Perennial Plants Association conference 
in St Louis, he landed his fourth 
American work placement while he was 
there.

He’s clearly a man who knows his 
onions – and his cenolophiums and, 
probably, his tricyrtis as well. He’s clued 
up on a 1,000-bloom chrysanthemum 
that’s on show at nearby Longwood 
Gardens, and one of the great gardens 
of the world, says James. It’s the result 
of an historical Chinese and Japanese 
technique – a rare art form.

His Masters has public horticulture 
as its subject. “The reason I love public 
gardens is that they can act as a catalyst 
for meeting people, outside their 

normal context, to discuss some of the 
big issues like climate change, soil 
erosion or deforestation,” says James. “I 
want botanic gardens to have messages 
around those themes and to be used to 
educate people.”

He plans to spend another five years 
or so in America or at the world’s great 
botanic gardens, developing his 
management skills. “Some of the ones 
being developed in the Middle East, 
Singapore and China are interesting 
and we have relationships with them 
here. When I come back to the UK I’ll 
see where my skill set could fit.”

He says the last few years have been 
a personal exploration of landscape but 
now focuses his energies on the 
management of gardens. “This is where 
I see the real need. I‘ve now lost the 
time to indulge in the joy of landscape 
and learning about plants. 

“What I have is this appreciation, 
which is uniquely mine. When I go into 
a garden it tells me a story about the 
people who have been there before and 
the way you can influence people who 
are going to be there. That’s why I’m 
interested.”

He’s generous about Writtle’s 
hallmark on his life. “It starts with the 
inspirational individuals there. I was 
incredibly privileged to have fantastic 
lecturers who opened up the world of 
horticulture in a way I had never seen 
before. It showed me a range of 
possibilities, an accessible community 
and a gateway to this world.”   

A first in his degree – and a strong desire to do things his 
way – have paved the way to a life of horticultural delight for 
James Hearsum. We caught up with him 4,500 miles away 
at the University of Delaware…

J 
Man with a garden 
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So, which is James’ favourite garden? 
“Top of the list has to be Chanticleer, 30 miles from where 
I’m based in Newark in the USA. It’s not trying to be 
anything other than a beautiful garden. Each of its team 
of horticulturalists is treated as their own creative head 
gardener. It is the most spectacular garden. They invest a 
lot of time and money in their staff and then say, ‘Show us 
what you can do’. 

“For weird, exotic plants, try Lotusland in Santa 
Barbara. India’s Taj Mahal garden is also very good 
indeed and well worth a visit.”

He starts telling a story about his six-week back-
packing trip to look at Germany’s major botanic gardens. 
“Let me recommend Hermannshof in Weinhein, where 
they are researching maintenance of gardens.” He could 
name more, but asks whether that’s OK for now!

mission

Green spaces… left, 
Brindivan Gardens, 
Krishnaraga Sagara in 
Mandya, India; right, James 
with the “Cannonball Tree” 
– Couroupita guianensis – at 
the Tropical Botanical 
Garden and Research 
Institute, Kerala; main 
picture, James in Brookside 
Gardens, Wheaton, 
Maryland, USA
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HEN BENTE FREMO got to her local airport 
in Norway to fly to Stansted at the start of 
her degree, she met a lovely English couple.

“We talked and they told me they were 
going to Winchester – but they offered me a lift to 
Chelmsford,” said Bente, who graduated with a BSc (Hons) in 
Equine Studies and Business Management four years ago.

It was her introduction to English friendliness. “I turned 
up in the bar on that first day and didn’t know anybody. Three 
years later, I had about 100 friends,” says Bente.

She’d never been out of Norway but had been learning and 
speaking English from the age of seven, the same age as she 
started riding horses. “After I finished school at 18, I couldn’t 
find any equine education here. We are far behind the rest of 
the world in this area. I met a guy at an education fair who 
told me about Writtle. So, I looked it up and six months later I 
started there.

“The degree and everything about Writtle was excellent,” 
she says. “I used to say it was the best three years of my life but 
life is pretty excellent afterwards as well.”

She says she is not the type to be readily employed. “My 
equine job I had to make for myself, although I did have a few 
jobs selling insurance policies to bring in the money and 
worked with horses in the evenings and at weekends.” She’s a 
strong advocate of natural horsemanship, which is based on 
knowledge of horses and using psychology to train them. 

Bente says, “I’ve always been interested in this approach. 
Instead of brute force, you act like a leader and the horse 
thinks ‘Oh that’s all right. I’ll do anything you like.’ When 
people ask for my help, the horses are all right. Most of the 
time I work with people. I train them to be aware of the body 
language because horses don’t speak any other language. I 
teach them how to communicate.

“What I learned at Writtle has made all this possible – it 
brought the whole package together. You have to train the 

horse right, feed the horse right and you have to know about 
injuries. We did all that at Writtle.

“Once you know about horses, the rest is about how the 
herd works, how they work together. The most important 
thing for a horse is to be with other horses. They are social 
creatures and when he is scared, he likes to run. People need to 
be aware that horses can feel, hear and smell things that we are 
not aware of. Once you understand, you react in a different 
way and you can reassure the horse.

“In Norway now, you are not allowed to keep just one 
horse. I have three – Floka, Lynia and Furage – part of a herd 
of seven, all running around in about 20 acres. They are having 
a good time and eating green grass, which is what they live for. 
My horses are out all year round – I don’t have stables.

“People often think of horses as humans. It’s cold, so we 
put a blanket on them. Horses have survived for 50 million 
years and two ice ages. In Norway, it gets very cold but the 
horse isn’t cold. He doesn’t like to be in a stable four metres by 
four metres. It’s like a prison to him. He likes to be outside, 
roaming.”

Last October, she and her sister found and bought a 
65-acre farm overlooking the fjord outside of Trondheim, 
where they were born and raised. “I have about 10 horses 
staying and training at the moment and I have an evening job 
in an insurance call centre. So I look after the business in the 
day and my sister does it in the evenings.”

Bente also helps Writtle’s international officers who visit 
the country every January to recruit new students. “l’ll 
translate for them if needed and, because I’ve been at Writtle, I 
can tell people what it’s like. Later I help out with any emails 
or questions that come up to get them started.”

Bente hopes to work full-time on her farm within the next 
six months or so. “I’m in central Norway and it’s very beautiful 
here. Do I have a happy life? Sure as hell I do,” she says. “I am 
going to stay on this farm until I am about 100.”  

W

Mane attraction
People visit Bente Fremo at her Norwegian farm to take advantage of 
her whispering services. The Writtle graduate explains her views on the 
relationship between humans and horses…



❝ I’m in central Norway 
and it’s very beautiful here. 
Do I have a happy life? Sure 
as hell I do… I am going to 
stay on this farm until I am 
about 100 

❞

11

Equine escape…
Bente’s 65-acre 
farm overlooking 
Trondheim fjord in 
central Norway
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Writtle School of Design has always offered 
a focus on the environment and landscape. 
We’ve been talking to the new head of school, 
Ruth Catlow, about the School, its future and 
its continuing rise up the league tables…

HAT MAKES WRITTLE School of 
Design distinctive in the UK is its lively, 
professional studio culture in a college 

dedicated to the study of land-based subjects.
 And it will continue to thrive and prosper with a 

cross-disciplinary approach to the environment  – 
informed by the College’s extensive expertise in the 
area.

That’s the view of new Head of School Ruth 
Catlow. “At Writtle, artists and designers work in 
beautiful grounds alongside conservationists, animal 
scientists and horticulturists. All of which enriches the 
student experience and has the potential to create 
something of genuine importance.

“The artists and designers here give a different kind 
of imaginative attention to our relationship with the 
land and the environment. It’s why Writtle School of 
Design is here. It’s that inter-disciplinary approach, 
making connections across the other schools and 
finding fresh ways of working together that I want to 
develop.

“Our broad portfolio of art and design, landscape, 
interiors and architecture, provides the right cultural 
mix within the School. The more we can share our 
knowledge and exchange perspectives, in the School 
and across the College, the better it will be for our 
students and the more distinctive and relevant our 
research will be.

“This is the essence of our work and what we will be 
exploring more and more,” says Ruth, who originally 

studied Fine Art Sculpture at University College 
Falmouth. 

If she is crystal clear on that, she also believes that 
the present environmental and economic crises will 
require an imaginative response from the School in 
the years ahead. “At a simple level, oil is running out 
and the world is heating up and that will have a 
profound effect on the world’s economies and people’s 
ways of life. 

Great art and design is never solely about making 
things pretty or presentable, says Ruth. “Aesthetics and 
beauty are important but are not the only motivation. 
We apply our creativity to what makes our lives the 
best they can, for the longest time, as individuals, 
communities and societies. We are all connected, so 
the things we create in one place affect many people. 
It’s a lot more than the way things look – it,s about the 
way they work. When we get it right it energises and 
empowers people – get it wrong and it comes back to 
bite us.”

One very pleasing aspect of the School is its rapid 
rise up the university art and design course league 
table. In the last 12 months, it has moved from tenth 
to fourth in the tables published by The Guardian 
newspaper. It is the only higher education institution 
with a 100 per cent student satisfaction score.

“We’re all delighted by the achievement,” says Ruth. 
“I think students truly appreciate the extraordinary 
studio culture we provide. Step into any of our studios 
and you see great collaboration, students and staff 

working alongside each other and students working 
together. Many of our 17 or so staff also have 
professional practices and those external networks are 
introduced to all our 200 students.

“Those connections model their future life and it’s 
a great way to learn. It’s something we’re really looking 
after and maintaining. We work in a way that is 
experimental and playful and that makes it a very lively 
culture.  Our staff also provide connections that can 
turn into work placements, internships and so on.”

Staff ratios and resources are good at Writtle, which 
is only 40 minutes from London, says Ruth, whose 
Masters from Ravensbourne College is in networked 
media environments. Visiting speakers and artists in 
residence play a big part in the School’s life thanks to 
the work of CADE,  its Centre for Art and Design in 
the Environment. Thomas Heatherwick, the English 
designer renowned for the innovative use of 
engineering and materials in public buildings, is the 
latest addition to the list of speakers.  

Ruth, who’s been responsible for new Digital Art 
and Design Practice degrees for the last two years, will 
retain her role as co-director of the Furtherfield 
agency, involved with art, technology and social 
change, for two days a week. She’s just finalising plans 
to move to a new gallery in the middle of Finsbury 
Park in North London that is aimed at involving the 
local community.

“There is a brilliant flow between the two roles. 
What I do in one place feeds into the other.  A very 
large, online, international community informs what 
we do at Furtherfield. Artists, designers and activists 
around the world share their up-to-date work, 
something people at Writtle can participate in too.”

Ruth’s appointment is the result of the departure 
of predecessor Jeff Logsdon to take up a research 
fellowship at Harvard and to finish his book, Thinking 
About Thinking About Landscape. “He still has links 
with us – he’s been back for some of our recent MA 
presentations. He’s invaluable to the School and 
there’s no way we’ll let him slip away.”  

W  
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❝ Design… it’s a lot more than the way 
things look – its about the way they work. When 
we get it right it energises and empowers people 
– get it wrong and it comes back to bite us 

❞

13

landscape

◆ What value do Essex 
landscape architects 
place on Writtle 
School of Design?  
See page 31

◆ Meet some of the 
School’s landscape 
architecture graduates 
See pages 16-17



Marsh ❝ I’d always had a love of the 
natural environment and, when 
I got to 30, I thought it was time 
to go back to college 

❞
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Say lapwing, widgeon or godwit 
and you’ll have Marc Outten’s 
attention immediately. He’s 
helping to create oases of nature 
along the South Essex Coast. 
We’ve been finding out more…

ARC OUTTEN is part of a major 
initiative to create a new network of 
nature reserves to rejuvenate the 

natural environment in South Essex.
Writtle graduate Marc is the Royal Society for the 

Protection of Birds’ site manager for the area’s marshes 
– and he loves it.

Marc says, “We started work in the area in 2005 to 
create a huge landscape for conservation. It’s a network 
of 1,000 hectares –around 2,500 acres – of reserves from 
Canvey Island to Vange Marshes. They are all linked 
ecologically. The large scale allows birds to distribute 
more widely across the landscape and, with the threat of 
rising sea levels, provides larger feeding areas.”

The latest phase is a £5.5million project at Bowers 
Marsh, between West Canvey and the Vange Marshes. 

It’s been a long road for Marc to get to this point. He 
left school without A-levels, went straight into a job in 

the building industry and got stuck in dead end jobs. “I’d 
always had a love of the natural environment and, when I 
got to 30, I thought it was time to go back to college.

“Initially, I did an NVQ Level 2 at Writtle in 
environment and conservation in 2002, one day a week. I 
was working for Southend Borough Council as parks 
ranger. Five years later, I graduated with a BSc (Hons) in 
Conservation and Environment. 

“In my spare time, I was helping with survey work and 
woodland management with the local authority and 
doing a lot of volunteering with the Essex Wildlife Trust, 
managing some of the natural woodland and wetland 
bird surveys with the British Trust for Ornithology.”

On top of that, he was working for the council on 
Saturdays and Sundays, and had a new-born daughter. 
“It was hard going at times but I think being a mature 
student helped me a lot. I was able to cope,” says Marc. 
“Volunteering was so beneficial for my studies and 



Special reserve…
part of the civil engineering 
works at Bowers Marsh and 
Marc monitors the bird life

momentum
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helped me with skills I needed. To be honest, I had a 
passion for it. I came to the realisation that I wanted to 
have an influence on that and be able to work 
outdoors.”

Marc gave up his job with the council and was 
working three days a week with the RSPB three months 
before he finished his degree as the South Essex 
Marshes warden. Then, the site manager role came up 
and it was too good an opportunity to pass up.

His initial role was hands-on landscape 
management, monitoring of species, habitat 
management and inputting into reserve management 
plans. “What we have now is a real mixture of habitats. 
There’s freshwater wet grassland – where we’ve 
installed pumping systems and vast water storage areas 
– saline lagoons, reed beds and dry grasslands and 
arable. The wet areas make up about 60 per cent of the 
land area in the reserves.

Large civil engineering works are involved in some 
areas, with natural features used to retain water where 
possible. Features that drain the sites are dammed to 
stop the marshes drying up throughout the summer 
months. The work benefits species other than birds – 
water voles, invertebrates and reptiles, including 
adders, all thrive on the reserve. The whole thing is a 
virtuous circle.

“We opened up West Canvey Marshes in 2010 and 
already we are seeing increased numbers of wildfowl 
and waders. They move in from the surrounding 
landscape as well.

“Overwintering bird numbers are increasing quite 
significantly and breeding bird numbers as well,” says 
Marc. “We have wading birds from Scandinavia feeding 
on the rich food source provided by the wetland 
landscape. We get thousands of birds every winter, 
including widgeon, teal, regionally important numbers 

of shoveler and rarer species like marsh harriers, 
peregrine falcons and bearded tits.”

Writtle has helped him to fulfill his dream. “It 
gave me an in-depth knowledge of habitats, species 
ecology and management as well as land management 
and visitor pressures. It’s given me greater confidence 
speaking in public – and taught me how to stick to 
deadlines.”

Marc’s always lived in the Southend area and he’s 
pleased with the arrangements for public access to the 
projects. “We make sure people can get close to the 
wildlife – that’s something the RSPB is very good at 
managing and an important factor when inspiring our 
visitors about the environment in which we live. This is 
one amazing project.”  



Friends in the north…
Andrew and girlfriend Nina 
on holiday in Norway

❝ You don’t just feel part 
of the class, you feel part of 
the College. It’s a great 
community feeling and an 
amazing place 

❞
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After travelling around the world 
photographing sport’s top stars, Andrew 
Budd is using his Writtle School of 
Design degree to start a new life, living at 
the far north of Norway…

On top 



Paul French – who also did a BSc in Landscape and 
Garden Design and an MA in Landscape 
Architecture at Writtle – has worked with Wynne-
Williams Associates for five years. The Masters 
ecology modules have been particularly useful, he 
says, broadening his view on how other disciplines 
saw the same subject areas. 

“It was very helpful for  me to work with them 
and take their views on board,” he says. “Writtle’s a 
great place and the School of Design is now 
providing a wider range of subjects which opens up 
new possibilities. Students do get very personal 
attention.”

He’s currently working on the Columbus School and 
College project in Chelmsford. “The school is being refurbished 
and extended and the college is a new building, which is due to 
be finished early next year.” 

He’s been involved from bid stage, including detailed  

landscaping. “As this is a special school there is a higher 
ratio of staff to pupils. It’s a large-scale building and working 
on the project has been really rewarding.”

Julia Weaver – who gained a BSc in Garden Design 
and Restoration Management and an MA in 
Landscape Architecture from Writtle – has worked 
with Liz Lake Associates for four years. She changed 
career after 20 years with Anglian Water as a 
programme manager, running large scale projects, 
often worth more than £50 million. 

“I took redundancy and went to Writtle – I had 
heaps of industrial experience but nil with 
landscape – on the understanding that I’d take my 
full degree in two years, not three. I really loved the 
flexibility they showed about all that.  I went 

straight on to the Masters and eventually applied for a job with 
Liz. Since I’ve worked here I’ve had fantastic opportunities to 
work with historic gardens.

“They include Bentley Priory in Stanmore – a project that’s 
taken three years and has included a conservation 
management plan, landscape proposals and environmental 
impact assessments through to detailed planting plans for the 
parkland, walled garden area, the equivalent of a roof garden 
and formal courtyards. 

“I’m now involved with plans to restore the Swiss Garden at 
Biggleswade. Making the decision to go to Writtle helped to 
change my life and start my new career.”
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FORMER SPORTS photographer Andrew 
Budd has travelled all around the world. 
But he’s now discovering the seasonal 
delights of dark days and nights just inside 
the Arctic Circle.

Andrew has just finished his MA in 
Landscape Architecture at Writtle School of 
Design – which he started two years ago. It’s 
been completed while he’s been working, 
full-time, at chartered landscape architects 
Liz Lake Associates. 

“I’ve been going to College half or one 
day a week and making up my hours at 
work,” he says. “It’s been hard work but 
what I’ve noticed at Writtle, where I also did 
my BSc in Landscape and Garden Design, is 
that lecturers spend an awful lot of time 
outside normal hours dedicated to 
students. We were regularly there well in to 
the evening.

“You don’t just feel part of the class, you 
feel part of the College. It’s a great 
community feeling and an amazing place.”

Andrew had been a sports photographer, 
working for 10 years with respected London 
agency Action Images. “At the age of 29, I 
wanted a change – I didn’t fancy living out of 
suitcases and all that travel for the rest of my 
life. I had a great time and the highlight was 
the 2003 Rugby World Cup in Australia.

“I wanted something else that was still 
involved with design – I see myself as quite 
creative. I’d worked as a garden landscaper 
for a couple of summers but the BSc 
opened my eyes to landscape architecture 

and that’s what interests me now. 
I originally came to 

Liz Lake Associates 
for a year but 

I’ve stayed for three and a half.” He’s tackled 
a range of work in that time. “One of the 
main areas I have worked has been with one 
of the business’s specialist areas of wind 
turbine projects – putting the case against 
them at public appeals. Given my 
background, I’ve also done photography for 
our projects.”

His design work has included sketches 
and drawings as well as taking initial ideas 
and working with clients. He’s been 
involved with a project at St Botolph’s 
Priory in Colchester, rejuvenating an 
under-used public park that included 
historic ruins, a cemetery and open space. 
“We brought in our ideas, ran the public 
consultations, came up with the proposals 
and now it’s been implemented.”

After his Masters, Andrew, now 36, is 
based in the Norwegian town of Alta – and 
is excited about the move with Norwegian 
girlfriend Nina Helen Halseid, whom he 
met at Writtle and who’s been working for 
landscape architect Gill Wynne-Williams. 

“It’s been our plan to go back to Norway 
and we decided I’d find a job there first – 
I’m the English one who’d find it harder to 
get employment.  Nina’s had an interview 
and there are others in the pipeline.”

He’s already visited several times and 
says Norwegian landscape practice is 
slightly different from England. “We’ve a lot 
more legislation– we can be really creative 
but there are a lot of laws to restrict you. In 
Norway, they are more relaxed. You also 
work more with the elements there because 
the winters are more extreme.  The day of 
my interview in June was the longest of the 
year and there was sunshine 24 hours a day. 
You do notice the light a lot more. 

“In England you are used to designing 
for a southerly aspect but in Norway, the 
sun is all around all the time in the summer 
months. In winter, the lightest it gets is 
dusk, the sun merely sits on the horizon. 

It’ll be a big change but I’m looking 
forward to the 200 days a year of the 
Northern Lights!” 

We talk to two more 
former landscape 
architecture students… of the world
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design and planning applications as well as on-site work and 



Staff help 
launch global 
centre
A PRINCIPAL LECTURER in 
Conservation Management from Writtle 
College has recently  launched an 
international Centre for Econics and 
Ecosystem Management in partnership 
with Professor Ibisch, a colleague from 
Eberswalde University of Sustainable 
Development, Germany. 

The aim is to contribute towards 
applied research in biodiversity 
conservation and sustainability and also 
to facilitate various conservation 
programmes around the world.

Writtle’s Dr Peter Hobson is the 
co-director of the new centre, based at 
Eberswalde University in Germany. This 
summer, Dr Hobson joined his 
co-founder Professor Pierre Ibisch at the 
opening ceremony and official signing of 
the memorandum of understanding, 
hosted by Eberswalde University. 

The new academic centre is based at 
the faculty of Forest and Environment at 
Eberswalde and is being supported by its 
research staff and PhD students. 

Working with Dr Hobson in the UK is 
Martin Hollands, former Deputy 
Director of Fauna and Flora 
International and Worldwide Wildlife 
Fund Programme Manager. The centre 
will enable the two institutes to work 
together on research, conservation 
training and consultancy projects, many 
of which will support both government 
and non-government organisations 
around the world to conserve and 
protect threatened eco-systems. Board 
meetings will be held by Skype, but 
directors and supporters will attend the 
annual general meeting in person.

The next major contract for staff at 
the centre involves a trip to Costa Rica, 
where Dr Hobson and Professor Ibisch 
are working on a bio-diversity 
conservation programme. Both 
directors will conduct a conservation 
management planning strategy with 
staff and stakeholders from two of the 
country’s National Parks.

S I D E L I N E S
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Paul’s 
African 
Master 
class



❝ There is a lot to be 
done in the Horn of 
Africa. Priorities are 
misplaced sometimes, I 
think, and the primary 
causes are not always 
being tackled. I hope to 
be involved when I am 
working in Nairobi and 
that’s what my training 
is all about 

❞
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Paul Opio was born in the small village of Akaoidebe in the 
north of Uganda – close to the Murchison Falls National 
Park. Coming to Writtle last year was his first experience of 
the world outside Africa.

He arrived just in time for one of the coldest UK winters 
in decades. “Some of the food in England was not a shock 
but the weather was something different,” says Paul, now 
back home in Kampala.

“It started being very cold in November and by December 
I was thinking ‘My God, what is this?’ Some people said it 
was me who decided to be cold and told me I had to put on 
a few more layers!”

On reflection, he says it was the only negative aspect of 
his Essex experience. “My Masters course was really perfect, 
just the information I needed. There’s a big international 
culture at Writtle which, for me, was delightful.”

Paul’s Masters in Animal Production and Nutrition was  
made possible by a scholarship from the Marshal Papworth 
Trust, based in Peterborough. It covered half his fees and 
full living expenses at Writtle and came after his successful 
application to do his Masters. 

He recalls the swell of emotion when he found out he 
had the scholarship. “I was checking my emails for a few 
weeks and one night saw the confirmatory email from 
Marshal Papworth. I read it so many times that night and I 
cried tears of joy. I called my twin brother to tell him and 
when I told my wife, I finally realised how our lives were 
going to change.”

His first degree in veterinary medicine, from Makerere 
University in Kampala, took five years to complete. Since 
2004, he has trained farmers in his home region of Lango 
on poultry production and bee-keeping and worked for an 
Italian organisation in Karamoja managing a big veterinary 
laboratory as part of a project on the control and prevention 
of livestock diseases.

“It was very interesting and important work,” says Paul. 
“I think we were able to move things on a little in an area 
where people are so poor.”

Then the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the UN 
called for his services, working on a broader perspective of 
agricultural issues across Karamoja and after nearly four 
years working there, he resigned his post to come to Writtle.

“I had trained as a vet and I was facing problems where I 
was working with livestock disease. Even after treatment 
and recovery, farmers were not getting the best out of their 

animals and I wanted 
to do something 
more than simply 
treating the 
livestock. I wanted 
to look at 
production – at how 
to get more meat 
and milk.”

Research for his 
Writtle dissertation 
focused on aspects of 
the acacia albida tree 
– the thorny trees so 
familiar in African 
landscapes – and crucial to 
the diet of animals in the area. 
It provides a significant food 
source when the grass dries up, 
says Paul.

And the Masters degree is changing 
his life for the better, he says. “Since I 
returned, I’ve been contacted by the FAO where I 
am now employed as an international livestock/
pastoralism consultant in Nairobi. This could not have 
happened without my Masters degree.”

Paul is worried about developments in the Horn of 
Africa, where drought and famine are increasing concerns. 
“Periods of prolonged heat are enough to destroy all the 
crops and grass. The only option people have is livestock 
but when things are really bad, some of those animals start 
to die as well. That’s the situation now with people 
migrating to other places to find food. Some never make it.

“There is a lot to be done. Priorities are misplaced 
sometimes, I think, and the primary causes are not always 
being tackled. I hope to be involved when I am working in 
Nairobi and that’s what my training is all about. It’s 
important work that will need a lot of collaborative effort.”

Immediately after completing his Masters, he flew 
straight home to Entebbe Airport – where his wife was 
waiting with their three children – six-months-old Maria, 
who Paul was seeing for the first time, daughter Immaculate 
and son Isaac.

“My new daughter welcomed me back with a big smile. It 
was a very emotional reunion,” said Paul. 
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Studying for a Masters degree at 
Writtle has helped boost employment 
opportunities for Paul Opio. He tells us 
about his hopes, his family and a cold 
winter in Essex…



T’S PRETTY BIG – around 574 acres in size 
– and it was designed by the last great 
English landscape designer of the 18th 

century, Humphrey Repton.
And the historic Hylands Estate is now in the 

loving care of 21st century Writtle College 
graduate Kimberley Lodge and her team.

The 22-year-old chargehand, who studied at 
Writtle for five years, has the support of two 
colleagues and 30 garden volunteers to keep the 
park and gardens in shape. Around the park, there 
are another 10 estate volunteers. Restoration of 
the estate, with £3.3 million of Heritage Lottery 
funding, was completed in 2007.

“It’s such a privilege to be involved. It’s 
fantastic, says Kim. There’s a lot of heritage here, 

including around 30 acres of ancient woodland. 
It’s a very successful venue with visitor numbers 
increasing every year and currently standing at 
around 200,000 a year. I’m happy to be here.”

Kim, based at the Home Farm part of the 
estate, studied for five years at Writtle – the first 
two studying for a national diploma in 
countryside management, which earned her a 
triple distinction, the last three on the BSc (Hons) 
in Conservation and Environment with Biological 
Surveying. “I love being outdoors,” she says. “I’ve 
always loved it and always will.”

Her contact with Hylands dates back five years 
to her national diploma. She gained a work 
placement there with Chelmsford Borough 
Council. “I started in the October and by New Year 

they asked me to join the team as a part-time 
member of staff,” says Kim. “They employed me as 
a student and it was very flexible to fit in with 
studies. I worked two days a week and extra in the 
holidays. I kept my hand in and the money was 
useful too.”

Just as she was graduating, the Hylands post 
became vacant, she applied and hasn’t looked 
back. “I love Writtle,” she says. “ As an educational 
institution, it has provided me with fantastic 
opportunities. We get College students all the time 
at the council.”

The College feels the same way about her too. 
Lecturer Alan Roscoe says, “Kim is an example of a 
student who not only has an enthusiasm for the 
subject but also showed high academic standards. 
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Ancient 
and 
modern
Every August, around 180,000 music fans 
flock to Hylands Park for the high-profile 
V Festival. We’ve been talking to Kimberley 
Lodge, the former Writtle student who’s now 
in charge of the grounds…
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This, combined with her volunteering experience 
made her an ideal candidate for her new position 
and we wish her well.”

She says much of what she learned at Writtle 
goes hand-in-hand with her new responsibilities 
– habitat management, landscape and eco systems, 
biological surveying and management planning. 

“Repton was a very clever man,” says Kim. “His 
style was always based on curves, never straight 
lines. There were always pockets and vistas, 
sweeping landscapes and quite romantic really. We 
have 77 per cent grasslands, 54 hectares of ancient 
woodland and recent plantations plus the gardens 
and horticultural amenity space of around 25 
acres around the house.”

Her day kicks off at 7.30am and each one is 

different. A new wildflower meadow is being 
created using plug plants – and involving local 
schoolchildren.

This winter, a new Jubilee woodland of about 
30 acres is being planted – in association with the 
Woodland Trust – to celebrate next year’s 
diamond jubilee of the Queen’s accession to the 
throne. It’s part of a nationwide project to plant 
six million trees, including a new national forest in 
Leicestershire. Future plans for the park are also 
under review this year.

One annual fixture – the two-day V Festival, 
which this year attracted big names like Rihanna, 
Eminem and the Arctic Monkeys – creates 
challenges for estate staff. “It means a two-week 
set-up and two-week de-rig,” says Kim. “They are 

very good to work with and it’s an event that has 
put Hylands on the map and boosts visitor 
numbers, though some local people may disagree.

“It’s hard work and I don’t go to the festival 
myself any more, although I did when I was 
younger. I’m on duty over that weekend and I go 
home to my bed! This year everything went 
smoothly.”

Outside interests focus on the outdoors too. 
Kim is secretary of Colchester Young Farmers and 
enjoys its strong social element. “I’m living at 
home and I do like to help my parents with their 
garden,” she says. “When I do get a place of my 
own, a nice garden is the one thing I want. I find 
peace in a garden. It’s very relaxing and 
therapeutic.” 

Hylands life…  
Kim in the estate’s 
ancient woodland 
and, inset, at work 
around the grounds

❝ Repton was a 
very clever man. His 
style was always based 
on curves, never 
straight lines. There 
were always pockets 
and vistas, sweeping 
landscapes and quite 
romantic really 

❞
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ENNY BUTTLING’S FIRST JOB was as 
a trainee accountant. Her second job 
was part-time at her local The  

Co-operative store. 
Now, after three years at Writtle College, Penny 

Buttling is an assistant nutritionist for a global 
animal foods company based in Essex. She thinks 
it’s definitely a case of third time lucky on the job 
front. She helps to formulate diets for animals 
around the world. 

All this comes after the completion of her 
studies for her BSc (Hons) in Animal Science. 
“After my A-levels, I really didn’t know what to do, 
so I worked as a trainee accountant and studied to 
get a qualification,” says Penny. “But after 18 
months, I wanted a career change. I have a 
background in farming and animals, I grew up on 
my grandfather’s farm and I think animals make 
life more interesting.

“Because I didn’t have any science A-levels –  
I studied psychology, law, economics and textiles 
– I had to persuade Writtle to let me on the degree 
course. I was quite determined that I was going to 
do it though. I lived in the Great Dunmow area 
and keep rare breed chickens – Silver Grey 
Dorkings – so it wasn’t really an option to move 

away. This was definitely the course I wanted to 
do.

“In the end, I started on the BSc (Hons) Animal 
Management degree and, when I’d proved myself, I 
switched at the end of the first year to animal 
science. Writtle was worried about me paying 
money for a degree I might not be able to do.”

She worked as a shop assistant for about 15 
hours a week at the Co-op during her three years of 
study, along with lots of volunteer work at a local 
cat sanctuary and different animal shelters. After 
her degree, she was promoted to store supervisor. “I 
was looking for more relevant work but it was hard 
to find,” Penny explains. “I finally got my present 
job after a lengthy interview process.

“For the second interview I did a presentation 
about the impact of maternal nutrition on the life 
of the foetus after birth. It was something I 
studied at Writtle and I chose it because it was 
unusual and I hoped it would make me stand 
out.”

Six months later, she is helping with the 
formulation of new diets for animals, providing 
quotes for customers and she is helping to ensure 
the company is up-to-date with the latest 
legislation. “There is new label legislation that I’ve 

been working on,” says Penny.
November sees her at her first conference 

helping to represent the company and there is the 
prospect of travel abroad. “We have agents across 
the UK who liaise with us and we aim to provide 
high quality nutrition, usually in biscuit or pellet 
form. We deal with everything from dogs and cats 
to camels and rhinos. I feel lucky to have the job 
and I’m looking forward to new experiences. It’s 
exciting.”

At the beginning of her course, Penny didn’t see 
herself doing this kind of work. “I thought maybe 
about being an RSPCA inspector, something in 
that area, but an animal science degree doesn’t 
mean you have to work in a lab either. You can use 
your skills in so many ways.”

The benefits of Writtle don’t stop with just a 
degree, she says. “Writtle worked on my confidence 
and I wouldn’t have got this job without that. I 
wouldn’t have done such a great presentation and 
that aspect was important because they wanted 
someone who could help to represent the 
company at conferences and so on. 

“I still use my degree a lot. It’s all about 
understanding different and specific requirements 
of animals and their nutrition.” 
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A taste of the wild
If your pet iguana needs a 
special diet, Penny Buttling 
is the woman to talk to. 
We’ve been speaking to 
her about camels, rhinos 
and rare breed chickens…



Quality report 
praises College
STAFF AT Writtle College are committed 
to improving and enhancing learning 
opportunities for students, according to 
a Quality Assurance Agency report.

A team from the Agency – the 
government organisation responsible for 
assuring the standards of higher 
education in the UK – spoke to students 
and College staff.

The review of documentation was 
part of the institutional audit process 
and the report, published as a result of 
their investigations, highlighted 
‘soundness’ in management and many 
areas of good practice.

College Principal Professor David 
Butcher said the report was a 
constructive contribution to the 
development and enhancement of the 
College’s mission.

“The report highlighted a number of 
areas of good practice, including the 
way in which the curriculum is designed, 
developed, and delivered and the 
comprehensive support systems that are 
in place to enhance student learning.”

An equine 
perspective
STUDENTS GAINED a new insight into 
the horse’s place in art, literature, 
history and the sciences in the joint 
annual conference staged by Writtle 
College and the University of Essex.

The conference The horse and other 
animals in the sciences, arts and everyday life 
was attended by around 120 students. It 
was the third of its kind run jointly by 
Writtle College and University 
colleagues.

Throughout the day academics and 
research students presented papers 
focusing on the perception of the horse 
through time and how it features in art 
and literature, cinematography, 
zoological design, its impact in Gaelic 
Ireland and its future breeding 
dilemmas.

S I D E L I N E S
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❝ I still use my 
degree a lot. It’s all 
about understanding 
the different and 
specific requirements 
of animals and their 
nutrition 

❞



LL HAZEL GOWER 
ever thought of being 
was a PE teacher.

“I’ve wanted to be one, ever since I 
was a child. I’ve always loved the 
practical side of things and I suppose I 
could have done a PE teacher training 
course but I chose to come to Writtle 
instead.”

Hazel is now teaching at the Plume 
School in Maldon, where she was a 
student in her teens, and kicked off her 
full-time, three-year BA (Hons) in 
Sports and Exercise Performance in 
2006. She says it has laid a strong 
foundation for her career.

“After school, I worked for a year in a 
support role at Plume School and then 
I chose to study at Writtle, partly 
because the induction we had at the 
open day was so genuine and friendly.  
I felt doing the degree would open up 
my options as well.”

Her family has always been into 
sport – her older brother plays football 
and her Dad ran a team for many years. 
“I’m a big Chelsea fan and often go to 
games at The Bridge. I also play hockey 
for Colchester, netball for Tiptree 
Panthers and I go to the gym most 
evenings.”

After her BA, she joined a graduate 
training programme, and got a job in 
Colchester, covering for maternity leave. 
Then a permanent job came up at her 
old school.  She applied and was 
interviewed by her old head of 
department – someone she had 
interviewed as a member of the School 
Council in her teens. Now, she’s just 
started her third year at Plume, where 
there are 1,800 pupils on its campus, 
split across two sites.

“I teach PE to girls aged 11 to 16. At 
that age there is also the current issue of 
young girls becoming less physically 
active, spending much of their time on 
computers and social networking sites. 

“It’s an important issue and I try to 
provide fun, safe and enjoyable PE 
lessons in a range of sports for them,” 
says Hazel. “We hope to find a sport 
that they enjoy and will do outside 
school. It’s important to make the girls 
feel confident and safe – lack of 
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❝ We hope to find a sport that 
they enjoy and will do outside school. 
It’s important to make the girls feel 
confident and safe – lack of self-
confidence can prevent girls from 
wanting to take part 

❞



self-confidence can prevent girls from 
wanting to take part.”

She also teaches BTEC Sport to 17 
students at college level, a subject that is 
90 per cent theory-based. “We have 
excellent PE facilities at Plume, 
including the latest, third generation 
artificial grass pitch,” says Hazel. 

The school runs a football college, 
with students training for around two 
hours every afternoon and with fixtures 
for its two teams of 17 to 19 year olds 
every Wednesday in local leagues.  “We’ve 
been running the college for about four 
years with a number of students in the 
Essex squad.”

One of the big advantages of Writtle 
was the choice of available modules – 
Hazel majored on the fitness side, not 
wanting to go down the leisure route. 
Her choices included team psychology, 
physiotherapy and physiology. Her 
dissertation on self efficacy in hockey 
looked at the psychological effects of 
believing in yourself – and so allowing 
people to perform better than they 
might do otherwise.

“That’s definitely helped me in my 
career,” she says. “I try to differentiate 
my lessons for all abilities to ensure 
every student is able to achieve 
something. Abilities range from students 
with physical disabilities to the gifted 
and talented.”

She had the chance to present her 
dissertation at the British Association of 
Sport and Exercise Sciences conference 
in Hull. “Students from universities 
across the country were there, presenting 
either a verbal presentation or via a 
poster. It was an excellent opportunity 
to see other dissertation ideas and ask 
questions,” says Hazel. 

One of the Writtle modules covered 
disability in sport. “I remember the local 
disabled basketball team coming in. We 
were able to experience wheelchair 
basketball, which is really exciting and 
very difficult!”

For now, Hazel has no plans to  
move on but definite ambitions to 
move up the ladder in teaching. “Being 
at Writtle has definitely helped me get 
on,” she says. “I really enjoyed my time 
there.” 

Bursary winners tour UK and French gardens

Gold medal designer headlines new series

HORTICULTURAL TRAVEL bursaries are 
being put to good use by Writtle students 
who spent the summer travelling to 
inspiring gardens and landscapes in the 
UK and abroad.

Bursaries totaling £2,500 were 
awarded to five students as part of a 
Travel Awards scheme run through the 
Centre for the Arts and Design in the 
Environment (CADE) website. The 

bursaries were raised from ticket sales to 
the James Hearsum lecture series. Will 
Stanger, a BSc (Hons) Horticulture 
student, also won a £1,000 bursary from 
the Geoff Hamilton New Gardeners’ 
Foundation.

He used his bursaries to travel around 
England and France and has visited 20 
stunning gardens and landscapes 
including many top National Trust 

venues, plus trips to Monet’s Garden and 
the gardens and park at Versailles.

Will said: “I tried to visit a real variety 
of gardens to look at different design 
styles and get inspiration for planting 
ideas. I’ve taken over 1,000 photographs 
and am currently compiling a 
presentation on the whole experience. I 
will also be using some of the pictures in 
my dissertation on historic gardens.”

CHELSEA JUDGE and gold award winner Andy Sturgeon is headlining this winter’s 
series of horticultural lectures at Writtle.

Andy – who has won five Chelsea golds and won the best in show award with his 
2010 garden inspired by his travels – will make his presentation and take questions in 
the College’s Northumberland Lecture Theatre on February 21 next year.

The James Hearsum lecture series – now in its sixth year – will also include Stephen 
Crisp, head gardener at the American Ambassador’s residence in Regent’s Park, 
London’s second largest private garden after Buckingham Palace.

Tim Upson, director of Cambridge Botanic Gardens, green roof specialist Dusty 
Gedge and Derry Watkins, from Wiltshire’s Special Plants nursery, will also 
contribute. One more speaker will be announced later. Tickets for the series cost £45 
– or £30 to students.

Senior Lecturer Greg Allen says the series, which runs over six months and was 
started by former Writtle student James, continues because it is an idea that is too 
good to let go of.  “It has a very positive impact on our students and a numbers of 
students are now involved in putting it together. Last year, its success resulted in a 
series of five travel bursaries for our students.”

S I D E L I N E S
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Will’s travels… from left, clockwise, Great Dixter, Hidcote and Wollerton
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Greg tours the top spots

Julia joins judging elite

SENIOR LECTURER Greg Allen, above, 
has been to one or two of the UK’s top 
sporting venues this summer – Wembley 
Stadium, for example, and the Turnberry 
Hotel at the famous Ayrshire golf resort.

But he wasn’t there to catch the 
action at either venue – he was there as 
lead judge for the British Association of 
Landscape Industries, evaluating entries 
in this year’s prestigious BALI annual 
awards in London in December.

For Greg, who teaches landscape 
studies and has been at Writtle for 20 
years, they were just two stops out of 
134 different sites across the UK over the 
summer. He is one of six judges for the 
14 sections in the competition and 
admits it’s a huge amount of work. 

“Fortunately it fits in nicely over the 
summer period, starting in June,” says 
Greg. “The results are announced on the 
day I start teaching again. They cover 
both domestic and commercial projects 
and the whole process and involvement 
is very rewarding.”

He’s one of two judges – the other is 
garden designer Robin Templar Williams 
– who adjudicate the design award and 
one of three who decide who wins the 
Employer of the Year category.

It’s all a long way from his first job, 
working as a parks apprentice in East 
Kilbride. He’s also worked for a time 
with Bedford Council – including its 
cemetery keeping trees and shrubs up to 
spec – and at Castle Howard, the 

gloriously historic location in the rolling 
countryside of Yorkshire. “It was one of 
my placements when I was studying at 
Askham Bryan in York,” says Greg. “It 
was a splendid job with real experts – a 
choice placement.”

Greg’s been a regular at the annual 
Chelsea and Hampton Court shows for 
the past 10 years– never on his own, 
always with students. “Our top 
achievement was probably with a garden 
called Private Entertainer, by two of our 
students – designer Mark Ashmead and 
project manager Paul Stacey and their 
teams – which won gold at Hampton 
Court. It was a large show garden and 
also took the most creative design award 
at the show.”

His work with BALI started 15 years 
ago at monthly meetings of the North 
Thames region. He later became vetting 
officer for the region, spending just over 
a day a month inspecting prospective 
new members. Around 300 members 
have enrolled in the last 10 years.

“It never interferes with teaching. In 
fact, the whole point is to have a positive 
impact on students,” says Greg, one of 
about 10 horticulture and landscape 
lecturers on the staff. 

 “We keep in touch with latest 
developments, it ensures valuable 
industry contacts, it keeps Writtle’s 
profile high and helps to build that 
confidence in our technical expertise and 
knowledge.”

LECTURER JULIA RYDE could soon be 
hitting the road to travel around the 
UK in her new role as a national 
floristry judge.

Julia, who has worked at Writtle for 
the past 13 years, is one of three florists 
who has just qualified with the Judges 
Guild, part of the British Floristry 
Association, where Julia is also a 
Fellow. The intensive training process 
took a total of 18 months – and 
involved exacting examinations and 
shadow judging.

All the areas covered in the training 
programme were designed to develop 
key judging strengths and to measure 
the aptitude and knowledge of the 
prospective judges.  “We’ll start judging 
after our induction to the Judges Guild 
this autumn’ said Julia ‘Then we will be 
able to judge at a range of 
competitions including the regional 
heats of the Chelsea Florist of the Year 
and UK Skills amongst others.”

It’s the latest stage in a career that 
she switched to after years in the 
marketing and public relations field. “I 
started at Writtle in 1998 and later ran 
my own business, while working here 
part-time. I absolutely love floristry and 
was out every week at weddings and 
events, working at some of the great 
venues in Essex and Suffolk. It was 
good to have professional practice 
complementing what I was doing as a 
lecturer.”

As her lecturing role developed, she 
made the difficult decision to close her 
business and is now part of Writtle’s 
HE floristry department, teaching on 
the new two-year Foundation Degree in 
Professional Floristry. That course then 
tops up to a BA (Hons) in Professional 
Floristry after a third year of study.

“The Foundation degree also 
attracts mature and international 
students and we have just had our 
second cohort of BA (Hons) Floristry 
graduates. Student numbers are 

growing and this year we have more 
than 50 students across the three years 
of our degree courses, many complete 
beginners when they first arrive.

“This is an intensive course and the 
students work hard.  We ensure good 
work placements and by the end of the 
foundation course they can hold their 
own. This is a high-level academic 
qualification with the vocational skills 
they need to be a florist. It helps make 
them into designers and to think a 
little more about what they are 
creating.”

Julia says part of her role is to equip 
students so that they are passionate 
about what they do. “It’s a real thrill to 
see them graduate. It was rewarding 
recently when two of our Korean 
students graduated– one in particular 
has really developed since her arrival – 
in her English, her design skills and her 
floristry in general. Since completing 
her degree, she has already been placed 
second in an examination at the 
famous Boerma Institute in Holland 
and has now returned to Korea to start 
an MA.’

Other former students have opened 
their own floristry businesses, managed 
a florist’s in a larger enterprise, worked 
abroad and one has become an events 
manager. “With close links to the 
industry, we try and ensure the course 
remains relevant to today’s business 
environment.” Says Julia.

For Julia, floristry is linked to art and 
design and although it can be fun it is 
certainly not a hobby. “Nowadays, it so 
often means keeping abreast of 
developments in the worlds of fashion, 
art and sculpture, and bringing that 
into your work. Beading and wire work 
have been an influence lately as has a 
home-made look that has seen greater 
use of craft materials like knitting wool 
and felt. Floristry is constantly changing 
and makes for an exciting subject to 
study.”
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❝ Floristry is 
constantly changing 
and makes for an 
exciting subject to 
study 

❞
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Paul Downer is happy to bring a commercial 
and industrial perspective to his role as a 
governor at Writtle College. We’ve been 
talking to the former student about his 
business approach, his Writtle role and his 
views on Writtle’s future…

Inside outlook
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T’S DEFINITELY BEEN a case of third 
time lucky for landscape contractor 
Paul Downer.

His third job in the landscape contracting 
industry since leaving Writtle in 1989 – when he 
set up his own company, Oak View Landscapes 
Limited – has been the one that’s really clicked.

Now with more than15 staff in his national 
award-winning West Bergholt-based business, 
which he set up in 2004, they are engaged 
across the east of England on a range of hard 
and soft landscaping works with contracts in 
excess of £250,000.

His links with Writtle stretch back to 1986, 
when he started his HND in amenity 
horticulture. He’d grown up on a farm in 
Berkshire – part of the former National Institute 
of Research in Dairying unit at the University of 
Reading – and had worked on a market garden 
and a local garden centre at weekends and 
during school holidays from the age of 14.

“Writtle has made a lasting impression on 
my life. After interviews at other universities 
and colleges Writtle totally sold itself to me and 
I came away from the interview day feeling 
rather inspired. 

“The course was a superb, broad mix of 
academic study and practical activities and 
included a sandwich year where I chose to work 
for a local authority in Crawley, where a lot of 
work was going on. I earned virtually unlimited 
overtime – and I learned a lot in the process.

“At the end of my time at Writtle, I was 
offered a management job with a local 
landscaping firm in the April before I finished 
the HND. I stayed for four years before leaving 
in 1993 to help set up another Essex-based 
landscape business.” 

Job number two lasted 11 years until he was 
approached by his first employer, who wanted 
to sell his Hampshire-based landscape and 
nursery business. Paul was interested in taking 
over the business but eventually the numbers 
didn’t stack up and Paul returned to Essex with 
the plan to set up Oak View.

“On day one it was just me and the dog – 
and I didn’t have a dog!” he says. Two years 
down the line he’d rejoined the British 
Association of Landscape Industries and the 
Association of Professional Landscapers. That 
year his work on the Capital Square project in 
Chelmsford won a BALI national award and 

Oak View also won BALI Best Newcomer 2006. 
The following year, he won the best-growing 
business award at the Essex Business Awards 
beating off stiff competition from multi-
million pound businesses and the honours list 
continues to grow with further success in the 
BALI National Landscape awards in 2008 and 
2010.

Paul says, “We’ve done very well – including 
our work on the prestigious Balls Park in 
Hertford, a BALI award-winner in 2010. The 
next few years are looking pretty tough, and 
whilst there is still plenty of work out there for 
quality landscape contractors I do think we are 
in serious danger of talking the economy down 
too much if we listen too much to the media. 

“The post-Olympics effect is a worry. Every 
city that hosts an Olympics sees quite a lull 
once the Games are over. We’ve taken the 
strategic decision to work regionally rather 
than getting embroiled in inner London 
projects.”

In his role as a Writtle governor, he sees 
challenges ahead. “I’m vice-chairman of the 
Further Education committee and the governor 
responsible for horticulture and health and 
safety. I enjoy bringing commercialism and 
industry experience into College when I can.

“Education is facing massive change at the 
moment. We’ve made great inroads to improve 
the outlook. Writtle has an excellent reputation 
and it continues to produce exceptional 
students. We’re planning for a future where we 
don’t yet know all the elements so it’s a difficult 
time in education but I’m confident Writtle 
staff are up for the challenges ahead.”

Ninety per cent of Paul’s current staff are 
Writtle trained and his new apprentice started 
at Writtle this September. His staff also attend 
College short courses, refresher training and 
Lantra certification courses. 

Outside work, Paul is chairman of the Leeds 
United Regional Members Club for Essex-based 
Leeds supporters, a board director of BALI, an 
FA certified football coach and assistant 
manager of nearby Bures United U14s. He likes 
to keep fit and is always looking for challenges! 

Last year, he and a group of landscape 
industry colleagues tackled the Three Peaks 
Challenge – raising in excess of £20,000 for the 
charity Greenfingers, which builds children’s 
hospice gardens. 
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Award winner
Paul at the 
prestigious Balls 
Park apartment 
complex set in 63 
acres in Hertford

❝ Education is facing massive change 
at the moment. We’ve made great inroads 
to improve the outlook. Writtle has an 
excellent reputation and it continues to 
produce exceptional students 

❞
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WRITTLE COLLEGE has a growing reputation for research – and this year 27 PhD 
students will be at work on site.

Add to that the rising number of staff recruited with PhDs and Dr Carlos De Luna, the 
College’s research co-ordinator, says the College is in a much healthier position than it has 
ever been.

“We have 27 PhD students this academic year, up from 21 last year. Five or six years ago, we 
would have just one or two people graduating each year. The atmosphere is changing.” Carlos, a 
principal lecturer in animal science, says his research responsibilities focus on two main roles. “I 
oversee all the research students – starting with the open days where prospective researchers can see 
our facilities and expertise. I will go through the application process through to their acceptance on a 
PhD course.

“I will then manage them all the way through to completion, which can take four years, monitoring their 
progress, some of the personal and research schemes and presentational aspects 

of their work. I also oversee the supervisor allocated to guide the student and I 
co-ordinate their final examination and their dissertation of up to 80,000 

words.”
One of the College’s goals is to join the Research Excellence 

Framework, a process by which Writtle research is benchmarked by the 
Higher Education Funding Council for England. “Writtle has never 

participated but in 2014, we will be involved,” says Carlos. “This 
goal would not be possible if we did not have this strong 

commitment to research. There has been a cultural change 
here and a shift in the thinking. Research is at the heart of 

the institution’s objectives.
“I’m positive that we will demonstrate the quality 

Research activity continues to thrive at Writtle College. 
We’ve been speaking to the senior academic  
co-ordinating this work about the background to  
the rising numbers of researchers on campus…

The main research subject areas this year are…
◆ Social attitudes affecting the fresh produce 

supply chain
◆ Symbiotic and abiotic factors affecting 

postharvest quality of fresh produce
◆ Evaluation of sports halls on rider performance
◆ Higher animal nutrition with an emphasis on 

gut microflora
◆ Molecular ecology of captive and natural 

populations of wildlife
◆ Animal fertility and reproductive performance

◆ Movement and foot injury in farm animals
◆ Applied animal behaviour and welfare
◆ Behavioural genetics in companion and farm 

animals
◆ Assessment of ecosystems function in climate 

change
◆ Garden design philosophy in the contemporary 

world
◆ Ecosystem services
◆ Green areas in urban areas
◆ History of garden design

WRITTLE’S RESEARCH AREAS

Genetic codes…
Carlos with electrophoresis equipment,  
used to separate DNA in the genetics lab 

Study focus



31

needed to enter the framework and it is important for us to be part of it. 
He sees Writtle’s research concentrated in four strong areas – 

animals, conservation, postharvest and design. “Those are areas where 
we can be very competitive,” he says. “Writtle subjects tend to be quite 
applied and we work a lot with industry. The College’s assessment takes 
place in 2014.”

Carlos studied for a PhD in Molecular Ecology at Durham – and he 
was later employed in a European Commission project to develop a 

vaccine against poultry mites. His first degree, in veterinary 
medicine, was from the National University of Mexico, his 

home city, where he also completed his Masters.
He had his own veterinary business in Mexico but 

says vets have low esteem there – often considered 
third-class doctors. So after his Masters, he decided 

to study for a PhD in an English-speaking 
university, which carries greater value in Mexico.

With his first degree taking six years and then 
another four for his doctorate, Carlos was 35 on 
the day he did his Viva final exam. He’s now 
lived in England for nearly 10 years and has 
been at Writtle for three years. He no longer 
feels like a Mexican, he says, nor does he feel 
British – but somewhere in between. 

“Something that attracted me to Writtle 
was that it was a serious, higher education 
institution with a postgraduate 
programme. I’d wanted to supervise a 
network of students as well. Research is on 

the agenda here and that’s why I came.”
He teaches on companion and zoo 

animal courses including work with 
two zoos in Kent – Howletts and Port 
Lympne – as well as Colchester Zoo. 

❝ We have 27 PhD students this 
academic year, up from 21 last year.  
Five or six years ago, we would have just 
one or two people graduating each year.  
The atmosphere is changing 

❞

In agreement…
Liz, above, and Gill

Industry links vital

We’ve been speaking to two Essex landscape 
architects to gauge their views of Writtle 
School of Design, its value and its students… 

Liz Lake and Gill Wynne-Williams may be business rivals 
occasionally – but they both agree about the benefit of 
having Writtle School of Design on their doorstep.

Liz, who started her business in 1985, says, “We’ve 
always recruited Writtle students and currently have five in 
our 20-strong workforce, along with others from Sheffield 
and Gloucestershire. As chair of the Professional Review 
Group of the Landscape Institute, I’ve helped with the 
crucial process of course accreditation. Each year, we also 
talk to students and hear their presentations, reporting 
back to the College as an outside monitor.” 

Gill, who’s been in business for 10 years, is a former 
part-time Writtle lecturer and half of her team of eight are 
former Writtle students. “We go to the School’s graduation 
shows, where we see many of the students for the first time. 
I sit on the Advisory Board and also give an annual lecture 
to third year students about the realities of being in 
industry.”

Both regard the School’s strong links with industry – 
including its Advisory Board of public and private 
landscape practitioners from across East Anglia – as vital.  
“We both have a very creative relationship with the 
School,” says Liz. “Our involvement re-energises us. We 

enjoy being around Writtle’s academics and it helps to keep us up-to-date. The 
tailored courses are also of particular value, in terms of people’s continued 
professional development.”

Both say the quality of Writtle School of Design landscape graduates is good – but 
times are changing and new financial constraints often mean students want the most 
progressive courses with strong links into industry.

Liz says, “I’m trying to support the staff and will be doing some lecturing. Practices 
may well have to rethink their relationships with students because of the new, high 
fees.”

She says Writtle students either grew up in Essex or are happy to stay on and most 
of her staff live locally. “That means they have connections with this area and they 
want local employment. Essex, if I am honest, is a bit of a secret. It has some truly 
beautiful places.”

Gill previously worked in London and, for eight years, headed up the landscape 
team at WS Atkins in Chelmsford. Her business focuses on public-funded work such as 
parks, urban improvement and schools.  The project that launched them was a new 
seafront park at Pier Hill, Southend. They are currently involved with 50 projects – from 
£30 million value downwards.

One of Liz’s big contracts was The Grove spa and golf hotel in Hertfordshire. That 
said, her longest running project – at 19 years – is Stowmarket’s relief road, where tree, 
shrub and other planting is nearing completion. 
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Ploughing ahead

ATT SOLLEY GREW UP on the family farm near Deal in 
Kent and has a passion for agriculture. 

But he’s always had a belief in standing on his own two 
feet, of not just sticking around in the family business.

“Too many people finish school and think that’s it. They’ll go and work on the 
family farm for the rest of their lives. That’s not my style at all.”

He found his way onto a BSc (Hons) Agriculture and Land Management 
degree the year after finishing school. “The degree was the best thing I have ever 
done,” he admits. “It also took me away from home and I met loads of fantastic 
people who I’m still in touch with. I’m not a person who sits on the front row of 
any class – I am renowned for sitting on the back row. But I made the most of my 
three years at Writtle. It was the best thing I’ve ever done.”

Matt also met his wife-to-be, Georgina (formerly Roberts) at Writtle, where she 
was doing an HND in Equine Studies. They now have three children – six-month-
old Angus, Thomas, aged two, and Chloe, four.

At the end of his degree, he saw a job advertised in Farmers Weekly as an 
assistant farm manager, working for Gemmill Brothers on a 1,600-acre arable 
farm operation in Hertfordshire. After 18 months, his manager left and Matt 

secured the job. “We kept costs as tight as possible and for a year I ran the farm on 
my own. We joined forces with another farm and I was managing 3,000 acres.

“We then formed a joint venture farming company called Gilston Crops 
Management with farms basically between the M11 and the A10. When I left six 
years later, they were farming 6,000 acres. That’s when I won the Farmers Weekly 
award as Farm Manager of the Year – which is a bit like the BAFTAs of the 
agricultural industry.”

Matt, now 32, remembers it being an amazing night at London’s glitzy 
Grosvenor House Hotel. “I’m not the kind to go in for these awards but I’ll 
confess it did open all sorts of doors for me in the industry. It gave me a lot more 
confidence, a real feel-good factor.

“One of the things I found myself doing was a series of talks to farming clubs 
about what I’d done and how I’d done it –entitled A Young Person’s Career in 
Agriculture. While I’d been away, the home farm joined forces with another one, 
providing an opportunity for me to start my own business – JS Crop Management 
– and build it up.

“One of the people listening to one of my talks one day, in Canterbury, was 
impressed with what we’d done and gave us the contract to manage his farm as 

Six years after leaving Writtle, Matt Solley was named 
the UK’s Farm Manager of the Year. We’ve been talking 
about the award, life since the award and whether 
agriculture is an attractive career in the 21st century…
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The next generation…
Matt with his satellite-guided 
Challenger MT765C and, inset, 
with young Angus, Thomas 
and Chloe

well. Overnight, that took it to more than 4,000 acres. My experience at Writtle has 
given me a really good foundation to start my own business. I learned a lot of 
people skills as well and I’m lucky to have brilliant people working with me here. If 
you treat people right, they’ll look after you.

“We plan to expand further and are always looking for new opportunities. In 
this industry, you have to do the right thing to attract customers and that takes a 
little time sometimes. There are things in the pipeline and I’m confident we’ll 
grow.”

So, what are the prospects for someone wanting a career in agriculture? “There’s 
a serious lack of keen young people in the industry and finding them is getting 
harder and harder. Hundreds of people will have started agricultural courses at 
Writtle this term. The fact is that the world needs feeding and the population is 
always growing. It’s an industry that will become more important, not less. 
Demand will grow, we know that, and we’ll have to make even better use of the land 
we have.

“The industry is increasingly scientific and the technology gets better and better. 
We are drilling wheat with tractors steering themselves by a satellite in the sky. It’s 
exciting stuff. It has evolved so much and will continue to do so.” 

Course staff  
to the rescue
Expert training on the safe rescue of 
large animals is now available at Writtle 
College – designed especially for 
firefighters.

The bespoke four day course was 
launched this year in conjunction with 
Essex Fire and Rescue Service and 
already 23 of their officers have 
undertaken the training.

The course focuses on farm livestock 
and horses and includes the theory of 
animal behaviour, sensory 
considerations and sedation, plus 
practical sessions involving specialist 
lifting equipment and the ‘rescue’ of a 
replica plastic horse.

With Essex firefighters attending 
more than 80 large animal rescues each 
year the Fire and Rescue service 
commissioned the College’s Short 
Course Training department to create 
the course to help ensure the safety of 
the officers as well as to reduce the 
stress, trauma and sometimes 
euthanasia of the animals involved.

Hundreds join 
eventing legend
AN EVENING with Britain’s Olympic 
medal-winning horsewoman Mary King 
held at Writtle College attracted 
hundreds of guests including students, 
staff and visitors.

Organisers said the evening was very 
successful and provided a great 
opportunity for students to meet an 
outstanding horsewoman.

Mary, a three times British Open 
eventing Champion, represented Great 
Britain at five Olympic games from 1992 
to 2008 and has won a silver and bronze 
medal in team eventing. 

Mary gave a motivating talk to the 
audience telling of her life-long love of 
horses and riding, how her career as an 
equestrian sportswoman progressed 
and of her pride at representing Britain 
at the Olympics. 

❝ My experience 
at Writtle has given 
me a really good 
foundation to start my 
own business 

❞

S I D E L I N E S
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HADIAN PILLAI has had 
a diverse career. He’s 
worked as a pattern 

cutter for the fashion house of 
Givenchy in Paris, in administration 
for children’s charity UNICEF in 
Switzerland and run a successful paper 
conservation business, working with 
historic prints, drawings and 
watercolour paintings.

And since graduating from Writtle 
in 2005 with a first class BSc (Hons) in 
Landscape and Garden Design – and 
the best design graduate award – he’s 
found a way to express his expertise in 
art, design and horticulture. 

After graduation, Thadian worked 
with landscape architect Liz Lake but 
his professional life suddenly changed 
over the course of a single week. “In 
spring 2007, I was invited to undertake 
five major commissions. They were 
fantastic opportunities that I couldn’t 
turn down and, sooner than I’d 
anticipated, I launched my own 
business, Studio Thadian Pillai.” 

Working on a spectrum of projects 
from environmental art to landscape 
design and bespoke gardens for private 
clients, the first 18 months were busy 
for Thadian. “I was working very hard 
but I knew how fortunate I was to have 
such great opportunities and having 
them establish me so rapidly across the 
region.”

In the four years since his 
Chelmsford Studio was founded, he 

HAD
a div
worT has created a distinctive business 

model. “I’m lucky in being able to 
move so freely between the worlds of 
art and design but it’s exactly that 
combination that’s proved to be the 
foundation for our success.” 

He has won commissions across the 
UK, including a 73-metre mural with 
an integrated planting design and the 
creation of more than 500 chandeliers 
from recycled materials for the Royal 
Festival Hall on London’s Southbank. 
He also enjoyed a three-month 
residency with the new Firstsite gallery 
in Colchester and has exhibited at the 
prestigious Yorkshire Sculpture Park. 

Thadian says his education at 
Writtle created in him a wholehearted 
commitment to the environment, 
landscape and gardens. “What I hope 
I’m building is a thinking and 
visionary Studio because, today, they’re 
exactly the qualities we need to 
approach the environment.” 

Writtle, he says, provided him with 
inspiring lecturers and great friends 
and supporters. “The Studio just 
seems to attract people! It feels like 
there’s a small army of people 
supporting what we do. I couldn’t have 
achieved this on my own and it’s 
hugely rewarding that the Studio is 
now creating employment and 
opportunities for other people, 
including graduates and academics of 
the College.”

Later this year, his biggest 

landscape project to date kicks off – a 
17-acre site surrounding a listed 
building near Colchester. “It’s an 
amazingly complex site, steeply sloping 
and with significant bodies of water 
and it’s enormously exciting.” The 
project will be collaborative, with 
Thadian’s creative vision being 
supported by planners, ecologists, 
engineers and building contractors. 

His projects provide sensuously 
immersive experiences, he says. “Our 
reputation has been founded on the 
quality of experience we’re creating for 
people. I believe that, in the right 
hands, the garden can be a medium to 
help people transform and enrich their 
lives. 

“Our everyday lives should be 
vibrant, sparkling even, and they can 
be if we work with the power of the 
natural world. I get to experience this 
first hand every day in the Studio 
garden and I hope we’re making it just 
that bit easier for people to slow down 
and experience the same.”

Of his time at Writtle, Thadian says, 
“An education in art and design 
expands your horizons and transforms 
how you see the world and your place 
in it. Through environment and 
landscape, I now see life as an 
amazingly rich work in progress. One 
tutor described it as ‘finding the life’, 
and I’m very grateful to the College for 
the part it’s played in enabling me to 
do exactly that”.  

Thadian Pillai says 
he’s combining his 
personal passions 
with the leadership 
of an expanding 
business. We’ve 
been talking to the 
Writtle graduate 
about art, design 
and life...
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Art  
in the 
everyday

❝ Our lives should be 
vibrant, sparkling even, 
and they can be if we  
work with the power of  
the natural world 

❞

Natural canvas… Examples from Thadian’s gardens and artwork        images©Studio Thadian Pillai

College hosts 
volleyball crew 
STAFF AND STUDENTS at Writtle saw 
Great Britain’s women’s volleyball team 
in action when the College hosted the 
athletes as part of their training tour.

GB team players and their coaches 
stayed at Writtle for four days, using the 
College as their base while training twice 
daily at Anglia Ruskin University’s sports 
and fitness facilities in Chelmsford. 

Both Writtle College and Anglia 
Ruskin University are partners of the 
London 2012 Chelmsford Consortium 
and are also accredited Pre-Games 
Training Camp venues, co-ordinated by 
the Essex County Council London 2012 
Legacy Team.

During their visit Writtle students and 
staff were invited to watch the team 
train and play and discover more about 
their preparations for London 2012 
during a question and answer session.

Pig systems 
monitor diet
NEW ELECTRONIC feeding systems at 
Writtle’s new Pig Unit are providing 
exciting new study and research 
opportunities for students.

The refurbished unit at Sturgeons 
Farm opened this year after a £200,000 
investment which included a refurbished 
sow house and the installation of 
computer-controlled feeders for the 84 
breeding sows.

The move to electronic feeding 
systems means detailed data is now 
available on the dietary habits and food 
consumption of each sow and enables 
daily monitoring throughout the 
breeding programme.

Caroline Flanagan, Head of the 
School of Sustainable Environments, 
said: “This electronic system gives us 
access to a huge amount of data and 
information. With these in place, we can 
now monitor feed intake at every stage 
of the pig production process, from the 
breeding sows to the finishing pigs.”

S I D E L I N E S
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Rare moth 
spreads wings
COLLEGE CONSERVATIONISTS have 
helped secure the future of a rare 
species of moth.

Until recently, the Fisher’s Estuarine 
Moth, pictured right, was confined to 
two areas of coastline in Essex and Kent 
– largely due to its larvae being reliant 
on a single species of plant, Hog’s 
Fennel.

With the plant growing in only a few 
sites the moth was unable to move to 
colonise other areas.

In a programme co-ordinated by Dr 
Zoë Ringwood of Natural England, 
students have worked with local 
conservation groups to help create new 
habitats for the Fisher’s Estuarine, by 
planting thousands of Hog’s Fennel 
plants around the Essex coast.

Over the last two years in 
collaboration with Tendring District 
Council and Colchester Zoo, the moth 
has been introduced to four new sites 
but has also found its own way to at 
least two more newly created areas of  
habitat – exceeding the 
conservationists’ most optimistic 
forecasts.
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Helping hand for village hall
CREATIVE IDEAS from landscape and 
garden design students have helped 
shape a new eco-friendly village hall.

The new village hall in Highwood was 
opened this summer and includes 
gardens created by landscape and 

Five teams of students liaised with the 
Highwood Community Group and 
produced a number of innovative designs 
which helped the Group secure grants 

and funds to help to design and build the 
new hall and gardens.  

As part of a sustainable approach, 
toilet cubicles were made from old drinks 
bottles and car park blocks  from 
recycled plastic. 

Student Emma Slinger said: “Working 
on a real site with genuine clients gave 
more depth and meaning to our designs. 
Talking to the client and attending 
meetings was priceless in terms of project 

experience.” Highwood Committee 
member Petra Pipkin, said the village was 
very grateful for the students’ 
commitment and support. “We were 
delighted with the phenomenal amount 
of work undertaken and felt incredibly 
fortunate to work with the College. We’d 
like to thank everyone for their excellent 
work, much of which will become an 
integral part of community life in 
Highwood.”

Mongolian trek inspires return j

A 90-MILE FUNDRAISING trek on 
horseback proved the experience of a 
lifetime for two Writtle College staff.

Horsewomen Sue Judd and Debbie 
Morgan, were part of a 12-strong team 
who took part in the 10-day Mongolia 
Trek to raise money for BHS welfare.

Sue, a Senior Lecturer in Equine 
Studies, and Debbie, an NVQ Assessor 
and Monitoring Officer, helped the 
group raise £6,000 for the cause and 
were so inspired by the trip that they are 
both keen to return in 2013.

Sue said: “I had never done anything 
like this before, I had trekked across 
Wales and back-packed in the UK, but 
this was something else. The culture is 
very different to ours, the scenery 
stunning and the landscape just so vast 
and open, I only saw one fence during 
the whole trek, it was quite amazing.”

 The group was often riding for seven 
or eight hours a day, cantering or 
galloping for long periods across sandy 
tracks and the nights were spent under 
canvas. 

Sue said: “We did experience some 
impressive thunderstorms and torrential 
rain, quite unheard of in the summer in 
Mongolia, but we were very well looked 

after by both our guides and a support 
team which included a cook and a 
doctor. The Mongolians are fantastic 
horsemen. They ride mostly in a 
standing position using just one rein for 
control. The horses we rode were both 
brave and fearless which was just as well 
given some of the conditions!” 

Debbie, who has undertaken similar 

treks in Peru and Ecuador, said the 
Mongolia Trek was totally different. 
“This wasn’t just about riding, it was a 
life experience. We were out in vast, 
remote areas and saw no one for days. 
There were wild horses in their natural 
state and to be immersed in the culture 
of the country was brilliant. The people 
were so friendly, they made us very 
welcome and it is a trek I would very 
much like to repeat!”

 During the trek the pair had to keep 
a careful watch out for deep earth 
burrows made by ground squirrels into 
which horses can sink knee-deep, plus 
empty vodka bottles – discarded by 
passing trucks or motorcycles.

 Sue said: “Eagles and vultures were 
never out of sight and if we were quick 
we saw small mammals, locusts and 
huge, flying grasshoppers. It really was 
an experience of a life time. The 
countryside and its people are beautiful. 
The ride was fantastically well organised 
and it’s the most amazing experience 
I’ve ever had with horses. I am 
determined to do it again and have 
already starting fundraising for the 
Iceland Trek next year. As for Mongolia, 
I am definitely returning in 2013!”

Dressed up… Sue goes traditional

garden design students.
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Park preparation… Keith Gordon at the London 2012 Olympics site

HORTICULTURE STUDENTS from 
Writtle College are enjoying a once-in-a-
lifetime work experience – helping to 
create London’s 2012 Olympic Park.

The eight students are in the final 
months of a year-long apprenticeship 
scheme and are working as landscapers 
for professional horticultural 
contractors hired to deliver the Park’s 
Olympic gardens.

Since January the apprentices, who 
range from their early 20s to late 40s, 
have been working up to six days a week 
to help transform the Games site into 
what will be London’s largest new 
urban park for more than a century. The 
project involves extensive landscaping 
plus the planting of thousands of trees 
and plants.

Steve Ashley, Writtle Lecturer and 
Work-based Learning course manager, 
has provided regular theory sessions 
with the students on site at the Park’s 
apprentice hub.

He said, “Working at the Park has 
been a fantastic opportunity. Students  

are working very hard but are 
thoroughly enjoying it and are learning 
a huge amount about landscaping and 
horticulture in practice.”

Members of the group have 
attended events at London’s City Hall 
and at 10 Downing Street where they 
met London Mayor Boris Johnson and 
Prime Minister David Cameron. 

Apprentice Glen Reece said: “I have 
learned a great deal. Our tutor has a lot 
of time for us and it has been an 
amazing experience.” Fellow apprentice 
Abubaker Sufi said: “I’m really enjoying 
myself. Working at the Olympic Park 
feels as if I’m really achieving 
something.”

Another apprentice Sam Edwards, is 
completing his training at Kew Gardens 
as a result of his work at the Park.

The apprenticeship scheme is part of 
the Olympic Delivery Authority’s 
commitment to providing a skills and 
jobs legacy after 2012 and providing 
long-term employment prospects for 
local young people.

FAMILIES AND schoolchildren are being 
invited back to the countryside in a new 
National Trust initiative supported by 
Writtle students. The scheme promotes 
the countryside to teachers and parents 
as a place of play where children can get 
closer to nature and benefit from healthy 
outdoor activities.

The initiative is based on detailed 
research and project work undertaken by 
MSc Conservation students Ben 

Mathers, Jake Sales and Heather Towell 
and has been launched at National Trust 
centres across the East of England.

A special pack produced by the 
students is used by National Trust staff.

Jake said: “Natural play is a child’s 
way of exploring and finding out things 
for his or herself. It is instinctive to 
children but we were shocked to find out 
that some children have never really had 
the opportunity to enjoy natural play.”

Close-up on natural play

Eight make an Olympic effortn journey
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Husband and wife team 
Stephen and Jenny 
Devereau are making a 
name for themselves on 
the Isle of Man, with a 
range of 120 different 
food products that have 
helped them become 
Manx Food Heroes… 

Off the shelf…  
Stephen and Jenny at work in one of 
their polytunnels and, inset, some of 
their home-made products
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TEPHEN DEVEREAU spent 
more than 15 years working for 
two big companies – 

Sainsbury’s Homebase and Tesco.
But he’s now concentrating on a 

home–produced range of food products, 
everything from pots of herbs to 
chutneys, cordials, eggs and sauces at 
Staarvey Farm on the Isle of Man.

“People have commented that my wife, 
Jenny, and I are trying to live The Good 
Life and that, in some ways, we even look 
like Tom and Barbara,” says Stephen.

“To be honest, I sell my organic eggs to 
Tesco on the island but I also still work 
for Tesco one day a week as well. But the 
lifestyle we have does mean that if the 
children have a sports day at school, we 
go to the sports day and catch up with 
things later. It’s the life we want to live.”

Stephen studied for an HND in 
amenity horticulture at Writtle in the late 
80s. “It’s served me well,” he says. “ Steven 
Bradley, one of the lecturers is a hero of 
mine. His energy, in particular, was 
remarkable and he was always trying new 
things. He always had the class eating out 
of his hand. Writtle gave me a great base 
of how to do things. It gave me great 
confidence.”

The three-year sandwich course 
included a four-week trip to China and a 
year with local firm and BALI award 
winners Straight Mile Design. After 
Writtle, he worked for a fairly new 
company at the time – Sainsbury’s 
Homebase, who had just started a garden 
centre management training scheme.  
Over the next 10 years he ran the 
operation at some of their biggest stores 
in North London, each selling up to  
£5million of gardening products a year.

“More and more, my wife and I wanted 
to move to the Isle of Man, where my 
father came from. We’d had happy times 
there and wanted a more rural lifestyle 
where we could get some land and be able 
to try the things we wanted to do. In 2000 
I got a job with Tesco, who were opening 
a new store on the island so we bought 
Staarvey Farm and we’re still here.”

They moved with daughter Eleanor, 

now 14, and shortly afterwards had twin 
boys, Sebastian and Alexander, now 11. 
The couple started with one 100ft 
polytunnel growing herbs in pots. 

“The business was getting too much 
for me to be working full-time as well, so 
the store manager gave me six months off 
and then I came back one day a week, 
which was a bit of a lifeline. 

“In 2006, I put up two more 
polytunnels and started our organic eggs 
business. Staarvey Farm came with two 
acres and several barns. We have since 
extended the house, rented another 10 
acres and then bought a further 10 acres. 
We are also organically certified, which is 
not common on the island and marks us 
out a little. We now have 1,400 hens in 
seven hen houses.”

He’s expanded too into growing 
tomato and chilli plants, vegetables, 14 
different kinds of salad leaves, which he 
plans to expand next year, and he sells 
soft fruit plants. He also has a couple of 
pigs and 40 sheep.

Back in 2006, he started making herb 
oils, apple and mint jelly – using the herbs 
he was growing so that they wouldn’t go 
off. He had requests for other products 
and a third of his business is producing 
chutneys, jams, marmalades, sauces, 
dressings, herb salts and cordials.

“On an island of this size – with a 
population of 80,000 – having fingers in 
so many pots might mean you can’t be 
the most efficient but it does spread the 
risk. At the markets, you want as many 
products as possible to optimise sales. 
The last five years have been an 
experiment and the next five might be as 
well,” said Stephen. “It’s a hectic life but 
it’s what we want to do. We have more 
freedom to move our time around and 
time to spend with our children.”

Last year, they entered and were 
commended in eight different categories 
of the Manx Food Heroes scheme. 

So maybe they are the new Tom and 
Barbara? “Well, maybe,” says Stephen. 
“More to the point, my brother and his 
wife, who also live on the island, are very 
like Margo and Jerry!” 
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